Sheryl P. Walter Declassified/Released US Department of State EO Systematic Review 20 Mar 2014 


SECRET 

PAGE 01 BEIRUT 01967 01 OF 02 080419Z 
ACTION NODS-OO 

INFO OCT-01 ISO-OO /001 W 

053351 080425Z/62 

R 061207Z APR 78 
FM AMEMBASSY BEIRUT 
TO SECSTATE WASHDC 7503 
INFO AMEMBASSY AMMAN 
AMEMBASSY CAIRO 
AMEMBASSY DAMASCUS 
AMEMBASSY IIDDA 
AMEMBASSY TEL AVIV 
AMEMBASSY LONDON 
AMEMBASSY PARIS 
AMCONSUL IERUSALEM 
USMISSION USUN NEW YORK 

SECRET SECTION 1 OF 2 BEIRUT 1967 

EXDIS HANDLE AS NODIS 

E.O. 11652: GDS 
TAGS: PEPR, LE, IS 

SUB J : SOUTH LEBANON: THE LAST STRAW? 

REF: BEIRUT 1763 


Message Text 


1 . SUMMARY. THERE IS A CONTINUING CRISISOF CONFIDENCE IN 
LEBANON. THE GOVERNMENT HAS SO FAR FAILED TO COPE WITH THE 
COUNTRY'S BASIC PROBLEM. THE PALESTINIAN PRESENCE LOOKS 
MORE DANGEROUS EVERY DAY. THE MILITARY SITUATION IN THE 
SOUTH IS VERY UNSATISFACTORY. THE OUTCOME IS UNCLEAR, BUT 
MANY LEABNESE FEAR A MILITARY CONFRONTATION WITH THE 
PALESTINIANS IS COMING. END SUMMARY. 


2. REFTEL, DICTATED HURRIEDLY AT THE END OF A HECTIC DAY, 
GAVE ESSENTIALLY ATMOSPHERIC ACCOUNT OF A VERY DEPRESSING 
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CONVERSATION WITH FOREIGN MINISTER BOUTROS ON MARCH 30. 

A HYPOCHONDRIAN WITH A PERPETUALLY GLOOMY VIEW OF THE UNIVERSE, 
BOUTROS GAVE THE IMPRESSION OF BEING CLOSE TO THE END OF 
HIS TETHER. HE HAS BEEN UP AND DOWN A COUPLE OF TIMES 
SINCE THEN, BUT HE CONTINUALLY SAYS HE IS FED UP. HE IS 
SURROUNDED BY PEOPLE WHO IN HIS VIEW ARE INCOMPETENT, WHO 
MAY BE SABOTAGING HIS EFFORTS, AND WHOM HE CANNOT TRUST. 
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HIS CABINET COLLEAGUES, FOR THE MOST PART WELL-MEANING, 

ARE ABSORBED IN THEIR OWN MINISTERIAL PROBLEMS AND ARE 
UNABLE IN ANY EVENT TO DO MUCH ABOUT THE POLITICAL 
PROBLEMS LEBANON FACES. THE PRESIDENT, WHO SHOULD BE 
LEADING THE TEAM AND COORDINATING ITS EFFORTS, PREFERS 
TO CONTINUE HIS CAUTIOUS APPROACH AND, WHILE HE MAY 
HAVE REASON, THE COUNTRY FEELS LEADER LESS, 

3. WHAT IS THE NATURE OF THE CRISIS? IT HAS MULTIPLE 
ASPECTS, BUT THERE ARE THREE ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS: 

A. THE CRISIS OF CONFIDENCE IN THE GOVERNMENT. THE SARKIS 
POLICY OF IMMOBILISME AND THE BUSINESS-AS-USUAL ATTITUDES 
OF THE CABINET AND BUREAUCRACY HAD ALREADY CREATED 
A DEEP-SEATED MALAISE LONG BEFORE THE ISRAELI INVASION 
SUDDENLY PRESENTED WEST BEIRUT, SIDON AND OTHER 
PARTS OF LEBANON WITH A SOCIAL PROBLEM FOR WHICH THEY WERE 
ABSOLUTELY UNPREPARED. MORE THAN 150,000 PEOPLE FLED 
THE SOUTH AND TENS OF THOUSANDS OF REFUGEES PILED INTO 
BEIRUT OVERNIGHT. THE BEST ORGANIZED GOVERNMENT IN THE 
WORLD WOULD HAVE HAD DIFFICULTY IN COPING WITH THIS PROBLEM 
AND THE GOL TODAY CERTAINLY DOES NOT FIT THAT DESCRIPTION. 
THOSE WHO HAD RELATIVES HERE STAYED WITH THEM-FOR EXAMPLE, 
PERHAPS 1,000 (LOCAL FOLKLORE SAYS 10,000) MOVED INTO THE TINY 
QUARTER OF AIN MREISSE NEXT TO THE EMBASSY AND WERE TAKEN 
IN BY FAMILIES AND FRIENDS. THOSE WHO DID NOT HAD A 
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CHOICE BETWEEN GOING INTO SOME ILL-PLANNED AND ILL- 
ADMINISTERED TENT CAMPS PUT UP BY THE GOVERNMENT, OR 
MOVING INTO EMPTY APARTMENTS-MANY OF THEM LUXURY DWELLINGS 
WHICH WERE EMPTY BECAUSE THE OWNERS WERE DEMANDING EXHOR 
BITANT RENTS. ALL THOSE WHO COULD (INCLUDING MANY WHO HAD 
BEEN LIVING IN SHACKS ON THE OUTSKIRST OF BEIRUT BEFORE THE 
ISRAELI ATTACK) CHOSE THE APARTMENTS. THIS SINGLE ACTION, 

MORE THAN ANY OTHER, SHOOK LOCAL CONFIDENCE. THE SANCTITY 
OF PRIVATE PROPERTY IS FUNDAMENTAL TO THE LEBANESE DREAM. 

REAL ESTATE IS WHERE YOU PUT YOUR MONEY WHEN YOU WANT IT 
TO BE SAFE. 

SOME OF THE SQUATTERS, AND THE LEFTIST PARTIES WHICH 
HAD HELPED THEM LOCATE OR FORCE THEIR WAY INTO EMPTY 
APARTMENTS, THEN BEGAN GOING OUT ON THE STREETS AND HOLDING 
PEOPLE UP, AND LAW AND ORDER PRETTY MUCH EVAPORATED. AS 
OF NOW, THERE IS A CLIMATE OF FEAR IN MANY PARTS OF 
BEIRUT AND THE QUESTION IN LOCAL MINDS IS WHETHER THERE 
WILL BE A RETURN TO THE WHOLESALE LAWLESSNESS OF 1975-76. 

MANY OF THE SQUATTERS, PERHAPS 60 PER CENT, HAD 
RETURNED TO THE SOUTH BY APRIL 6, AND BEIRUT WAS BEGINNING 
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TO BREATH EASIER. THE FLOW HAS STARTED BACK TO BEIRUT 
AGAIN AS OF APRIL 7, HOWEVER, BECAUSE OF THE ISRAELI- 
PLO CLASH OF APRIL 5. THE TRAUMA OF THIS EXPERIENCE IS 
GOING TO BE WITH PEOPLE FOR A LONG TIME, WHATEVER HAPPENS. 

IF THE GOL DOES NOT SOON GET ITSELF ORGANIZED AND CON- 
VINCE PROPERTYOWNERS IT CAN PROTECT THEM, THE DECLINE OF 
WEST BEIRUT IS GOING TO CONTINUE, AND THIS IS GOING TO HAVE 
A DEPRESSANT EFFECT ON THE COUNTRY AS A WHOLE. 

B. THE PALESTINIAN PRESENCE. THE NET EFFECT OF THE ISRAELI 
INVASION HAS BEEN TO PUSH THE PALESTINIANS CLOSER TO BEIRUT 
AND THE CHRISTIAN HEARTLAND. THE FEW PALESTINIAN 
CASUALTIES HAVE BEEN MORE THAN COMPENSATED FOR BY THE INFLUX 
OF VOLUNTEERS FROM IRAQ, IORDAN AND ELSEWHERE. TODAY 
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THERE ARE MORE ARMED PALESTINIANS IN A SMALLER AREA, 

FEELING IMMEASURABLY FEISTIER AND STRONGER AS A RESULT 
OF THEIR PSYCHOLOGICAL VICTORY OVER ISRAEL. THEIR CONTEMPT 
FOR THE LEBANESE IS STRENGTHENED BY THIS AS WELL AS BY 
THE IMPROVEMENT IN SYRIAN ATTITUDES TOWARDS THEM FOLLOWING 
SADAT'S PEACE OFFENSIVE. EVEN IF ASSAD MIGHT LIKE TO 
BRING THE PLO UNDER HIS CONTROL, IT WOULD BE A VERY 
DIFFICULT, IF NOT IMPOSSIBLE, MILITARY TASK. HE CERTAINLY 
WILL NOT EVEN CONSIDER IT AS LONG AS THE ISRAELIS ARE IN 
LEBANON. NONE OF THIS IS LOST ON THE CHRISTIAN RIGHTISTS, 

WHO ARE EVERY DAY MORE CONVINCED THAT THE ISRAELIS ARE 
NOT GOING TO WITHDRAW AND THAT WAR WITH THE PALESTINIANS IS 
INEVITABLE. FOR MANY OF THEM IT IS A QUESTION OF THE SOONER 
THE BETTER. 
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C. THE MILITARY SITUATION IN THE SOUTH. THERE WAS WIDE- 
SPREAD LEBANESE SUPPORT FOR ISRAEL'S TAKING ACTION AGAINST 
THE PALESTINIANS, AND THERE WAS HOPE EVEN AMONG MOSLEMS 
THAT THE ISRAELIS WOULD BREAK THE PLO'S BACK. THE ISRAELIS 
FAILED HOWEVER TO DESTROY OR EVEN SERIOUSLY DAMAGE THE PLO'S 
MILITARY CAPABILITIES, AND FAILED TO TAKE THREE STRATEGIC 
POINTS IN THE SOUTH-TYRE, BEAUFORT, AND THE QASMIYA 
BRIDGE. THESE KEY POINTS ARE IN THE HANDS OF THE PLO, 

WHICH HAS MADE IT CLEAR IT WILL FIGHT RATHER THAN TURN 
THEM OVER TO UNIFIL. 

MEANWHILE, WE ARE URGING THE GOL TO SEND ITS ARMY INTO 
THE SOUTH. IF THEY DO SO, HOWEVER, THEY WILL PUT THEIR 
TROOPS INTO A POSITION WHICH IS DANGEROUS AS LONG AS THE PLO 
HOLDS TYRE AND BEAUFORT AND SITS ASTRIDE THEIR LINES OF 
COMMUNICATION. A MILITARY COMMANDER NEEDS A LOT OF GUTS, 
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AND ASSURANCE OF STRONG SUPPORT FROM HIS REAR, BEFORE 
HE UNDERTAKES SUCH A MISSION. KHOURY REPORTEDLY HAS GUTS, 
BUT NO ASSURANCES THAT THE GOL WILL PROVIDE HIM EFFECTIVE 
SUPPORT, EVEN ASSUMING HIS MEN WILL FIGHT. (I THINK THEY WILL, 
BUT NOT EVERYONE SHARES BY VIEW.) KHOURY IS NOT GEORGE 
WASHINGTON OR MACARTHUR. HE IS PERHAPS FABIUS, WITHOUT 
MANY ROMANS TO COUNT ON. WE CANNOT EXPECT HIM TO MOUNT 
A BRILLIANT AND DARING CAMPAIGN. HE WILL LET A FEW 
TROOPS GO IN, SEE HOW THEY GET ALONG, AND MOVE VERY SLOWLY 
TO AUGMENT THEM. 

4. IN THIS REGARD, PRESIDENT SARKIS INFORMED ME ON APRIL 3 
THAT HE WAS UNWILLING TO SEND HIS ARMY TO THE SOUTH AS LONG 
AS THE PALESTINIANS HELD BEAUFORT AND TYRE. HE FELT ITS 
POSITION WOULD BE UNTENABLE IN SUCH CIRCUMSTANCES. I 
APPARENTLY CONVINCED HIM TO AT LEAST SEND A TOKEN FORCE, 

BUT HE STILL HAS GRAVE RESERVATIONS ABOUT SENDING MORE. 

THAT HE WAS COMING TO SUCH A CONCLUSION WAS FORCAST BY 
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REMARKS MADE BY FOREIGN MINISTER BOUTROS THE SATURDAY 
BEFORE, BUT IT CONTRASTS WITH WHAT WE HAD HEARD EARLIER 
FROM GENERAL KHOURY (THAT HE WAS PROCEEDING WITH PLANS TO 
SEND HIS MEN SOUTH). ALTHOUGH THE ARMY IS CERTAINLY NOT 
STRONG ENOUGHT TO TAKE ON THE PALESTINIANS. IT COULD SEND 
UNITS SOUTH. WHAT IS LACKING IS THE POLITICAL WILL. NOT 
THE SOLDIERS. 

5. WHAT THIS IS ALL LEADING TO IS HARD TO SAY. MANY CHRISTIAN 
AND SHIA MEMBERS OF PARLIAMENT, CONVINCED THAT A CONFRONT 
ATION IS COMING SOONER OR LATER, WANT TO GET IT ALL OUT IN 
THE OPEN AND DEBATE THE PALESTINIAN PRESENCE IN PARLIAMENT 
ITSELF. MOST SUNNI DEPUTIES (BUT NOT ALL) ARE OPPOSED 
TO THAT IDEA BECAUSE OF ITS POTENTIALLY DIVISIVE EFFECT 
AND BECAUSE THEY ARE UNDER THE PLO'S ARMED THUMB. WHETHER 
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OR NOT THERE IS A PARLIAMENTARY DEBATE, OPINIONS ARE 
BEING EXPRESSED MORE SHRILLY AND NERVES ARE GETTING 
RAWER. THE CRISIS MAY DRAG ON AND ON, AND NEVER BE 
RESOLVED, OR IT MAY COME TO A CLIMAX WITH A RENEWED 
ARMED CONFRONTATION BETWEEN MARONITE AND PALESTINIAN. 

THE PRESENCE OF THE ARAB DETERRENT FORCES SHOULD 
INHIBIT THE SCALE OF FIGHTING, BUT THERE IS PLENTY OF 
SCOPE FOR SERIOUS BLOODSHED. PARKER 
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